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In the quantum world, atoms and their electrons can
form many different states of matter, such as crystalline solids,
magnets, and superconductors. Those different states can 
be classified by the symmetries they spontaneously break—
translational, rotational, and gauge symmetries, respectively,
for the examples above. Before 1980 all states of matter in 
condensed-matter systems could be classified by the principle 
of broken symmetry. The quantum Hall (QH) state, discovered
in 1980,1 provided the first example of a quantum state that has
no spontaneously broken symmetry. Its behavior depends only
on its topology and not on its specific geometry; it was topo-
logically distinct from all previously known states of matter.

Recently, a new class of topological states has emerged,
called quantum spin Hall (QSH) states or topological insula-
tors (see PHYSICS TODAY, January 2008, page 19). Topologically
distinct from all other known states of matter, including QH
states, QSH states have been theoretically predicted and ex-
perimentally observed in mercury telluride quantum wells,2,3

in bismuth antimony alloys,4,5 and in Bi2Se3 and Bi2Te3 bulk

crystals.6–8 QSH systems are insulating in the bulk—they have
an energy gap separating the valence and conduction bands—
but on the boundary they have gapless edge or surface states
that are topologically protected and immune to impurities or
geometric perturbations.9–12 Inside such a topological insula-
tor, Maxwell’s laws of electromagnetism are dramatically al-
tered by an additional topological term with a precisely quan-
tized coefficient,12 which gives rise to remarkable physical
effects. Whereas the QSH state shares many similarities with
the QH state, it differs in important ways. In particular, QH
states require an external magnetic field, which breaks time-
reversal (TR) symmetry; QSH states, in contrast, are TR invari-
ant and do not require an applied field.

From quantum Hall to quantum spin Hall 
In a one-dimensional world, there are two basic motions: for-
ward and backward. Random scattering can cause them to
mix, which leads to resistance. Just as we have learned from
basic traffic control, it would be much better if we could spa-

tially separate the counterflow directions
into two separate lanes, so that random
collisions could be easily avoided. That
simple traffic control mechanism turns
out to be the essence of the QH effect.1

The QH effect occurs when a strong
magnetic field is applied to a 2D gas of
electrons in a semiconductor. At low tem-
perature and high magnetic field, elec-
trons travel only along the edge of the
semiconductor, and the two counterflows
of electrons are spatially separated into
different “lanes” located at the sample’s
top and bottom edges. Compared with a
1D system with electrons propagating in
both directions, the top edge of a QH bar
contains only half the degrees of freedom.
That unique spatial separation is illus-
trated in  figure 1a by the symbolic equa-
tion “2 = 1 [forward mover] + 1 [backward
mover]” and is the key reason why the
QH effect is topologically robust. When
an edge-state electron encounters an im-
purity, it simply takes a detour and still
keeps going in the same direction 
(figure 1), as there is no way for it to turn
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In topological insulators, spin–orbit coupling and time-reversal symmetry combine to form a novel
state of matter predicted to have exotic physical properties.
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Figure 1. Spatial separation is at the heart of both the quantum Hall (QH) and
the quantum spin Hall (QSH) effects. (a) A spinless one-dimensional system has
both a forward and a backward mover. Those two basic degrees of freedom are
spatially separated in a QH bar, as illustrated by the symbolic equation
“2 = 1 + 1.”  The upper edge contains only a forward mover and the lower edge
has only a backward mover. The states are robust: They will go around an impu-
rity without scattering. (b) A spinful 1D system has four basic channels, which
are spatially separated in a QSH bar: The upper edge contains a forward mover
with up spin and a backward mover with down spin, and conversely for the
lower edge. That separation is illustrated by the symbolic equation “4 = 2 + 2.”
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